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Afro-Asia, Intimacies, and Women-of-Color Feminisms
Catherine R. Peters

n December 20, 2019, I logged on to Twitter to join the online celebration

of Lorgia Garcia-Pefia’s scholarly and activist work, threaded through the

hashtag #LorgiaFest. I witnessed the ways in which my teacher’s first book
had become foundational for scholars working in the fields of Dominican stud-
ies, Afro-Latinx studies, Black studies, Latinx studies, and women-of-color femi-
nisms, among others. Noting that Lorgia had more students than I had ever imag-
ined, I was drawn to a set of posts by the writer and performance artist Josefina
Baez under the handle @ayOmbe. Baez had written, “#lorgiafest I must express
my joy, honor and gratefulness to Prof. Garcia-Pena [for her] dialogue with my
work. Her take on it, extend its meaning (s) and intertwines it with every possibil-
ity. In the process, I learn heaps about it. Co-creating communal thought.” She
continued, “It has taken precious time of our lives, to co-create this life (dialogue/
works). I was not a subject dropped after a thesis. And that my friends is quite
rare! Lorgia Garcia-Pefia your mirada is done from that acute alertness called
justice/humanity/joy/chercha.Gracias.Siempre.” In characterizing the vitality
and longevity of her relationship with Lorgia, Baez highlights their co-production
of life, dialogue, and work. Similarly, Lorgia has written that her early encounters
with Bdez’s art became “the seed” that grew into her first book.?

Lorgia’s first publication in an academic journal centers Josefina Baez’s per-
formance text Dominicanish. Her first book, The Borders of Dominicanidad,
also thinks with Bdez’s corpus and, in particular, El Nié, a queer embodied
in-between site that revises Gloria Anzaldta’s “thin edge of barbed wire.” In
this essay, I consider another space that Lorgia and Baez’s braided work has co-
created, specifically for connections between Asia and Africa in the Americas.*
In Dominicanish, Baez forges a new idiom constituted through a multiplicity
of cultural elements: accents and wordplay in Spanish and English, Domini-
can history, African American culture, and everyday migrant experience. She
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also incorporates kuchipudi, a form of classical Indian dance that originated
in Andhra Pradesh; teachings from the classical Hindu text Panchatantra; and
aphorisms by the guru Adi Shankara.’ Although most scholarship on Domini-
canish notes that Baez’s cultural and linguistic code-switching serves to defa-
miliarize the audience from the presumed linearity of Dominican migration,
Lorgia’s work also analyzes the possible functions of an encounter staged be-
tween South Asia and the Caribbean via New York City.® In “Performing Iden-
tity, Language, and Resistance,” Lorgia writes that Baez’s performance of kuchi-
pudi refuses the appropriation of “Indianness” deployed by European empires
in order to justify their claims to the Americas.” This use of Indigeneity later
became foundational to discourses of mestizaje, or racial hybridity, seeking to
expunge the possibility of African and Asian roots for communities across Latin
America and the Caribbean.?

Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, around half a
million South Asian and Chinese migrants arrived in the colonial Caribbean.’
Most historiography suggests that these individuals were conscripted to replace
or substitute for Afro-descended subjects, who also faced legal, environmen-
tal, and physical violence upon de jure emancipation.'® However, this imperial
project was not strictly a labor solution motivated by metropolitan abolition-
ism. Instead, the British, French, Spanish, Dutch, and Danish empires sought
to conscript a new class of laborers who might also somehow contain the threat
of Black revolution. Accordingly, imperial records suggest that they established
new hierarchies of unfreedom by attempting to comparatively racialize people
located on a shared landscape. That the history of conscripted Asian migration
to the Americas is intimately intertwined with movements in Black sovereignty
is particularly evident in an early endeavor to transport 198 Chinese men to
Trinidad in 1806. When the United Kingdom gained control of Trinidad in
1797, French free people of color, many of whom were landowners, constituted
the majority of free individuals on the island. Therefore, imperial actors sought
to minimize their influence and protect white British investment by imagin-
ing that another population might mitigate tensions between the colony’s white
elite and populations of color. As a result, imperial administrators assumed that
Chinese migrants would be a model of agricultural efficiency, discipline, and
family formation: their loyalty and labor were supposed to safeguard Trinidad’s
productivity in spite of ongoing Black insurrection in the region."

In my forthcoming dissertation, provisionally titled “A Free Race of Cul-
tivators,” I examine the multifaceted imperial project usually collapsed in the
notion of replacement. Although the term would appear to indicate succession, I
argue that it has been historically structured through intimacies between Asian
migrants and Afro-diasporic people. Consequently, I consider replacement an
anti-migrant, anti-Black imperial regime that exposed both groups to differen-
tial violences while insisting on their divergence, separation, and even antago-
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nism. My archival research embraces Lisa Lowe’s proposal that intimacies might
serve as a heuristic, or method, for tracing “relation across differences” or “the
convergence of asymmetries” through imperial and capitalist processes.? This
approach resonates with women-of-color feminisms in their attention to inter-
sections of race, gender, and sexuality in order to build coalition across histori-
cal and material difference."” For example, in Pedagogies of Crossing, M. Jacqui
Alexander expresses the challenge of becoming educated toward solidarity:

In order to become women of color, we would need to become fluent in
each others’ histories, to resist and unlearn an impulse to claim first op-
pression, most-devastating oppression, one-of-a-kind oppression, defy-
ing-comparison oppression. We would have to unlearn an impulse that
allows mythologies about each other to replace knowing about one an-
other. We would need to cultivate a way of knowing in which we direct
our social, cultural, psychic, and spiritually marked attention on each
other. We cannot afford to cease yearning for each others’ company.**

In this passage, Alexander characterizes women-of-color feminisms by their
extension of a particular kind of care. This consideration is rooted in learning
those histories that are not one’s own, and it is motivated by desire for compan-
ionship. It is the kind of attentiveness that Bdez describes in her tweets honoring
Lorgia’s “mirada,” which, she writes, “is done from that acute alertness called
justice/humanity/joy/chercha.” Moreover, in accord with Alexander’s challenge
for women of color to “become fluent in each others’ histories,” Baez and Lorgia
have created a dialogue that engages diasporic subjects who have historically
been positioned in antagonism. Through such chosen ties, diasporic subjects of
Asia and Africa actively reject the imperial and capitalist actors that have sought
to divide and separate them.”

In her understudied collection As Is E, Béez features two poems that narrate the
convergence of two migrant families, one Dominican and one South Asian, in
the waiting room of a Harlem Department of Motor Vehicles. The first poem,
written primarily in Spanish, is called “Ana y Anand,” and the other, written
mostly in English, is called “Ana and Anand.” Both poems tell the story of a
girl called Ana and a boy called Anand, who are depicted with parallel lives.
Both children are seven years old and have related names. Their mothers share
similar names and concerns. While both families wait to be recognized by the
state, Ana and Anand devise other plans. Although Ana speaks Spanish and
Anand speaks Telegu, their mother tongues do not matter as they begin to play.
Together, they pretend to be airplanes soaring through a sky of many colors. At
the end of both poems, the reader comes to understand that Ana and Anand
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have accompanied their parents in order to serve as interpreters, a responsibility
that seems incongruous with their games of pretend flight. Baez’s emphasis on
these children might suggest a kind of innocence lost between South Asia and
the Caribbean, the so-called East and West Indies. Nevertheless, she positions
both poems in the past tense, which would seem to indicate that they convey
actual, particularized events rather than being strictly parables.

In the Spanish version, the poetic voice sets the scene by highlighting the
sound of many languages and locating herself among other people of color in
the waiting room. She writes, “Y somos todos de / colores. De variados colores,
como los / pajaritos que vienen de afuera.” Directing the reader’s attention to
the many colors of humans and birds, Baez implies resonance between the earth
and the sky. In particular, she shows that the sky fosters the children’s collabora-
tive imagination as they share with each other their respective words for red, yel-
low, green, and blue. Just like birds of many colors, Ana and Anand spread their
arms, becoming literal intersections upon the horizons they envision.”” Finally,
as the children are summoned to perform the duties of family interpreter, they
demonstrate that, through exuberant exchange, they have actually learned how
to say the colors in each other’s languages: “Anand en ese momento dijo los /
colores en espafiol. / Ana en Telegt.”® Ana and Anand’s easy mutual under-
standing throughout the poem, particularly when juxtaposed with government
bureaucracy, draws a distinction between two forms of communication: inter-
pretation is what occurs with bureaucrats, while translation, on the other hand,
is forged through friendship.

In the Spanish version, Béez constructs the families’ stories in parallel, mak-
ing clear formally what she means semantically. For example, she writes:

Los padres de Anand eran de
Hyderabad.
Los padres de Ana eran de Higtiey."

In the English version, however, she presents this passage as a chiasmus, which
formally establishes an intersection like the crosses that Ana and Anand enact
with their bodies as they pretend to fly:

Anand’s parents are from Hyderabad,
AP, India.

Ana’s parents are from Higiiey, PA,
Dominican Republic.*

Subsequently, the poetic voice makes an explicit appearance as she passes in
front of the two families and experiences racialized criticism by both sets of par-

ents, who consider her dreadlocks “dirty” and “ugly.”* In situating an embodied
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avatar of herself in the waiting room, Béez suggests that both Dominican and
South Asian migrants must contend with anti-Black racism upon arriving in
the United States. To counter their commentary, by which the migrant parents
attempt to distance themselves from Blackness, Baez presents herself as already
entwined with their respective points of origin: “In their wildest dreams, / they
could not imagine that I have just / returned from Hyderabad. And that / be-
fore the journey, I went to Higiiey.”** Through this passage, which is unique to
the English version, Bédez implies that the intimacies constituted through one
migrant’s experience might not be legible to other migrants. She also indicates
that anti-Blackness may be a problem that prevents migrant communities from
finding common ground.

When I stepped into Lorgia’s classroom during my second year of graduate school,
I had not yet studied her scholarly work. I did not know about Freedom Univer-
sity or her journey to Harvard. I simply thought that she was teaching the most
interesting course I had taken in my doctoral studies and that I would be lucky if I
could continue to learn from her. I began studying for qualifying exams in 2017 as
the United States grappled with the executive branch’s violent designs for the en-
suing four years. One year after we first met, Lorgia attended my qualifying exam
wearing a Defend DACA shirt. Afterward, we marched to join a campus protest.
I am a white student from the geographies that helped to elect President Trump,
and I have not known how to navigate the shame I have felt regarding my com-
plicity in his election. Yet, as I departed for archival research abroad, I began to
develop my dissertation as though directed to Lorgia. I carried her first book with
me, and, while traveling, I wondered how I could have shown her more support
during those first few years of graduate school. During our time at the university
together, she was the first professor who took me to lunch and the first to lend me
books from her personal library. I only later came to understand the excessive
labor that had fallen onto her shoulders as a Black Latina on the tenure track at
Harvard. Yet, in spite of the distance between her histories and my own, I carry
M. Jacqui Alexander’s words: “We cannot afford to cease yearning for each others’
company.” Naming this desire to stay connected to my teacher also conditions my
responsibility to co-create a present and future in which she can continue to write,
breathe, play, and educate. I cannot wait to see what she will make and do next.
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